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Abstract
The national significance of urban transit has been the subject of much debate in recent years. To place the
various arguments in perspective, this article offers a brief overview of major developments in urban transit,
particularly focusing on the effects of federal assistance, during the last twenty years.
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Urban Transit: A Public Asset of National 
Significance 
The national significance of urban transit has been 
the subject of much debate in recent years. To place 
the various arguments in perspective, this article of­
fers a brief overview of major developments in ur­
ban transit, particularly focusing on the effects of 
federal assistance, during the last twenty years. 
The rapid growth and progress of urban transit 
in our country early in this century was followed 
by its decline during the 1930s and again from 1946 
through the mid-1960s. From a dynamic industry, 
urban transit in the U. S. deteriorated until by the 
mid-1960s it consisted of but several inefficient 
commuter rail services, five rapid transit systems, 
a dozen streetcar lines, and five trolleybus systems; 
the rest-with very few exceptions-were bus ser­
vices operating without any preferential treatments, 
attracting only passengers who had no private 
automobile as an alternative. The growth of 
automobile ownership clearly had a major impact 
on urban transit, particularly in smaller cities, but 
the decline of our transit systems was also hastened 
by government policies which concentrated on 
widening streets and constructing urban freeways 
and parking facilities. In addition, many cities 
regarded public transit as a private enterprise, rather 
than an essential public service. The result was a 
"vicious circle" in urban transportation involving 
auto owners, who enjoyed increasing mobility, and 
transit users, who were faced with less and less 
mobility. 
The serious urban crises of the 1960s, coupled 
with failed efforts to adjust cities to the automobile 
and the serious negative impacts which excessive 
freeway construction had on urban environments, 
eventually led to a major change in attitudes toward 
urban-transportation. Realizing the significance of 
transit in a highly urbanized society, Congress pass­
ed the Urban Mass Transportation Act of 1964, ini­
tiating federal assistance for transit capital 
investments. In 1968, the Urban Mass Transporta­
tion Administration (UMT A) began not only to ad­
minister federal assistance but also to organize 
transit research and development efforts, which had 
been badly neglected in the preceding decades. The 
National Mass Transportation Assistance Act of 
1974 provided transit systems with operating 
assistance amounting to between 10 and 25 percent 
of their revenues, the lower percentages being for 
large cities. During the 1960s and 1970s state and 
local financial assistance was also introduced in 
most states and cities. 
Progress Since the Mid-1960s 
UMT A has had a mixed record in steering transit 
modernization but its overall achievements have 
been indisputably positive. Initially, UMTA placed 
an unrealistic emphasis on "new modes," such as 
dial-a-ride and various automated guided transit 
systems. Many innovations resulted, but these did 
not live up to their expectations. 1 The program for 
the elderly and handicapped, with the central prob­
lem of accommodating passengers in wheelchairs, 
also took a disproportionate share of funds and ac­
tivities before it was redirected in most cities to 
special paratransit services. Less glamorous but 
more stable and with far more significant results 
have been UMTA's programs involving buses, 
garages, various rail transit systems, innovative 
marketing methods, and public-private cooperation 
in construction and operation of transit systems. 
During the relatively short period of some twenty 
years, various transit projects and innovative 
operating practices contributed greatly to the revival 
of our cities. Some major categories, grouped by 
modes, are briefly described here. 
New rail rapid transit (metr� systems were built 
in five cities: San Francisco (mostly local funds), 
Washington, D. C., Atlanta, Baltimore, and Miami; 
and extensions of networks and/or new rolling stock 
were provided for all existing rapid transit systems 
in New York, Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, and 
Cleveland. The best examples of the positive im­
pacts which rail transit has had are found in San 
Francisco, where BART stimulated major modern­
ization and extensive developments in its central 
business district (CBD); in Washington, where 
similar developments occurred and travel within the 
central city intensified; and in Atlanta, where the 
opening of the two Metro lines permitted reduction 
of bus trips in the CBD from 900 to 350 per day, 
decreasing congestion and improving service quali­
ty. Similar changes occurred in other U.S. and 
Canadian cities; transit developments in Toronto, 
Montreal, Calgary, and Vancouver are particularly 
impressive. 
Regional (commuter) rail systems were modernized 
and, in several cases, integrated with local transit 
services. The most significant physical improvement 
was the construction of the center city tunnel in 
Philadelphia, which connects two previously in­
dependent rail networks into an extensive unified 
regional network with seven diametrical lines. 
Light rail transit (LRT), a mode previously ignored 
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